Comments on Genesis 37

This chapter presents an unusual narrative where a favored
son is despised by his other brothers. They schene agai nst him
and he ends up being taken to a foreign land and sold into
slavery. There are a nunber of obscurities in the text, which
are treated in the summary bel ow

Joseph is a spoiled brat. He tattles on his brothers
whenever he can (v. 2), and flaunts his father's preferential
treatnent of himin his brother's faces (v. 3). They get sick of
himto the point they cannot even stand hi manynore (v. 4).
Joseph goes on and on about these dreans he has wherein he is
superior to all of them even braggi ng about themto his father
(v. 5-10). His older brothers, who were sick of himalready, are
infuriated by the stories.

At one point when the rest of the brothers are far from hone
pasturing the fl ocks, Jacob sends Joseph out to check out how
t hings are going so he can report back to him(v. 12-14). \Wen
his brothers see himcomng their anger and frustration reaches a
head and they plan to dispose of himby killing himand throw ng
himin a pit far out in the wlderness (v. 18-20). Reuben isn't
quite as blinded by rage as are the others and he plans on a
trick to preserve Joseph. Reuben suggest they just throw him
into the pit in the wilderness and | eave himthere to die so they
w Il not nurder himthenselves, all the while planning on
rescuing him(v. 21-22). Wen Joseph shows up his brothers strip
himof the tunic, which was a gift fromtheir father, and drag
himto the pit in the wilderness and throw himin it (v. 23-24).
This pit was apparently a well during the wet season, or was for
wat er storage and was abandoned, and was therefore deep enough to
keep himfromescaping (v. 24). Al so, wherever the pit was, it
was apparently far from Dot han where the brothers were canped
with the flocks, for reasons we will see in a nonent.

Ret urning back fromthe pit to the canp they sit down to eat
and see off in the distance an Ishmaelite caravan traveling to
Egypt (v. 25). Judah cones up with an idea to dispose of Joseph
without killing him they'll sell himto the caravan going to
Egypt (v. 26-27).

However, while the brothers are away fromthe pit eating
lunch and so forth, sone Mdianite traders just happen to pass by
the pit and pull Joseph out of it (v. 28). So, Joseph was
probably yelling for help and the passing Mdianites heard him
and had the sane idea as did Judah, nanely to sell himas a
slave. Now, this pit Joseph was in nust have been sonme di stance
fromthe brother's canp otherw se they woul d have spotted and
stopped the Mdianite traders frompulling himout of the pit.

Al so, the pit nust have been far way or Reuben's ploy to free him
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woul d have been in vain as he would not have been able to rescue
himin their presence.

Meanwhi |l e, the other brothers are eating lunch and so forth,
Reuben sneaks off back to the pit to save Joseph only to discover
that he is mssing (v. 29). He does not know what has happened
to Joseph so he lanments his fate, probably fearing the worst (v.
30) .

The brothers not know ng what happened to Joseph go ahead
with the original plan and tell their father Jacob he was killed
in the wilderness by a lion or sonething or other and all that is
left is the bloody tunic (v. 31). They go ahead with the plan
and i nform Jacob and he greatly | anents the apparent death of
Joseph (v. 32-35).

Joseph ultimately ends up being sold as a servant to the
house of Potiphar, the Pharaoh's chief steward (v. 36).

VWhat is the point of the story? Is it nerely intended to
portray some historical events that puts Joseph's presence in
Egypt into perspective? Perhaps. It probably has nore to do
wi th Divine engineering though. God is well aware of the bad
feelings the brothers have towards Joseph, and its not |ike they
aren't deserved. This being the case, and God know ng drought
was i mm nent, He takes advantage of a bad situation to have
Joseph placed in Egypt in circunstances that woul d cure his |ousy
attitude, as well as provide a neans of saving the rest of the
famly when the drought hits. Thus, God is working to keep H's
covenant with Abraham by engi neering events to serve H's
pur poses.

Additionally, the events in this story give a case study for
every famly. Even though the famly was not conposed of a group
of righteous zealots, God was still working with themin order to
fulfil his covenant with Abraham This exanple shows the efforts
God will go to keep Hi' s covenants and to encourage people to
become righteous and full of zeal.

1 AND Jacob dwelt in the land wherein his father was a stranger,
in the land of Canaan. 2 These [are] the generations of Jacob.
Joseph, [being] seventeen years old, was feeding the flock with
his brethren; and the lad [was] with the sons of Bilhah, and with
the sons of Zilpah, his father®s wives: and Joseph brought unto
his father their evil report. 3 Now Israel loved Joseph more than
all his children, because he [was] the son of his old age: and he
made him a coat of [many] colours. 4 And when his brethren saw
that their father loved him more than all his brethren, they
hated him, and could not speak peaceably unto him.

vl-4 Jacob inherits the |land of Canaan, the prom sed to his

fathers (v. 1). Jacob’s sons are shepherds. Jacob favors his
son Joseph over his other sons. Jacob takes advantage of his
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status to disparage his half-brothers born through the concubi nes
Bi | hah and Zil pah (v. 2). Jacob’s favoritismof Joseph is
plainly manifested in his giving hima rather ornate tunic, which
none of the other brothers receive (v. 3). The other brothers
are jealous and angry over their father’s preferential treatnent
of Joseph, so nuch so they are filled with hatred for him and
cannot even conduct thenselves civilly with him(v. 4).

v2 “their evil report”, in other words, Joseph returned

del i berately unfavorable reports about his brothers to their
father. Conpare the “evil reports” of Num 13:32 which were
bi ased and i naccurate.

Al so note Joseph appears to be particularly targeting the
sons of the concubi nes, whereas he is the son of a fully |egal
wife. And not just that, he is the son of Jacob’s first |oved
wi fe, Rachel. His arrogance over this point is exhibited in the
dreans he has wherein only his nother is interpreted to be the
moon and the other nothers are excluded (v. 9-10).

v3 “coat of many colors”, the Jew sh Publication Society
translation renders this “an ornanented tunic” and their Torah
Commentary on CGenesis states:

The preci se neani ng of the Hebrew ket one passim
remains unclear. In 2 Sam 13:18-19 the garnent
menti oned as the distinctive dress of virgin daughters
of royalty. Josephus describes it as “a |ong-sleeved
tunic reaching to the ankle”. In Aramaic and rabbinic
Hebr ew pas neans the pal mof the hand and the sol e of
the foot. Radak took passimto nean “striped’”. The
Sept uagi nt and Vul gate rendered the Hebrew “a robe of
many col ors”.

Anci ent Near Eastern art may shed sone |ight on
the subject. An Egyptian tonb painting at Beni-hasan
fromabout 1890 B.C.E. features a Semtic clan with the
men and woren wearing nulticolored tunics draped over
one shoul der and reachi ng bel ow t he knees. Anot her
Egyptian tonb has a representation of Syrian
anbassadors bringing tribute to Tutankhamen. They are
dressed in el aborately designed | ong robes w apped
around the body and over the shoulders. A nural fresco
in the palace of King Zinri-limat Mari, in
sout heastern Syria, shows figures dressed in garnents
made of many small rectangul ar panels of mnulticol ored
cloth. The discovery of a “pas garnent” (lbs psm in a
list of various articles of clothing fromthe town of
Ugarit, dated not earlier than the thirteenth century
B.C.E, provides a parallel to the biblical phrase but
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little clarification.

5 And Joseph dreamed a dream, and he told [it] his brethren: and
they hated him yet the more. 6 And he said unto them, Hear, 1
pray you, this dream which 1 have dreamed: 7 For, behold, we
[were] binding sheaves in the field, and, lo, my sheaf arose, and
also stood upright; and, behold, your sheaves stood round about,
and made obeisance to my sheaf. 8 And his brethren said to him,
Shalt thou indeed reign over us? or shalt thou indeed have
dominion over us? And they hated him yet the more for his dreams,
and for his words. 9 And he dreamed yet another dream, and told
it his brethren, and said, Behold, 1 have dreamed a dream more;
and, behold, the sun and the moon and the eleven stars made
obeisance to me. 10 And he told [1t] to his father, and to his
brethren: and his father rebuked him, and said unto him, What
[1s] this dream that thou hast dreamed? Shall | and thy mother
and thy brethren indeed come to bow down ourselves to thee to the
earth? 11 And his brethren envied him; but his father observed
the saying.

v5-11 Joseph has dreans wherein he sees hinself as the patriarch
and | eader of the famly, even his father will bowto him(v. 5-
7, 9). He tells his famly about the dreans and his brothers are
enraged by it (v. 8), and even his father reprinmands himfor
speaki ng such things (v. 10). Wile his brother are jeal ous and
angry over the visions, Jacob gives them careful consideration
(v. 11).

v10 “his father rebuked hini, the reader is informed in v. 11

t hat Jacob observed the saying, or he heard it and consi dered
it’s neaning. The rebuke must therefore be for something besides
the content of the dreamitself. Jacob is probably censuring his
son for being so arrogant as to share this dreamwth his
brothers. The visions are given to Joseph, and what does he do
with then? He tells his brothers and father they will all bow
dowmn to him His focus at present is solely upon hinself.

“thy nother”, Joseph’s dreamis of a sun, noon, and el even
stars. The dreamis interpreted to have the sun being Jacob, the
el even stars as his brothers and the noon as his own nother.

What of Jacob’s other wives, the nothers of his brothers? 1In the
interpretation of the dream Joseph fails to present the noon as
the wi ves of Jacob and instead presents it as only his nother.

12 And his brethren went to feed their father®s flock iIn Shechem.
13 And Israel said unto Joseph, Do not thy brethren feed [the
flock] 1n Shechem? come, and I will send thee unto them. And he
said to him, Here [am 1]. 14 And he said to him, Go, 1 pray thee,
see whether it be well with thy brethren, and well with the
flocks; and bring me word again. So he sent him out of the vale

37.4



of Hebron, and he came to Shechem. 15 And a certain man found
him, and, behold, [he was] wandering in the field: and the man
asked him, saying, What seekest thou? 16 And he said, | seek my
brethren: tell me, 1 pray thee, where they feed [their flocks].
17 And the man said, They are departed hence; for 1 heard them
say, Let us go to Dothan. And Joseph went after his brethren, and
found them in Dothan. 18 And when they saw him afar off, even
before he came near unto them, they conspired against him to slay
him. 19 And they said one to another, Behold, this dreamer
cometh. 20 Come now therefore, and let us slay him, and cast him
into some pit, and we will say, Some evil beast hath devoured
him: and we shall see what will become of his dreams. 21 And
Reuben heard [it], and he delivered him out of their hands; and
said, Let us not kill him. 22 And Reuben said unto them, Shed no
blood, [but] cast him into this pit that [is] in the wilderness,
and lay no hand upon him; that he might rid him out of their
hands, to deliver him to his father again.

v12-22 The ol der brothers are away from honme tending the flocks
and Jacob sends Joseph to check up on them (v. 12-17). \en they
see himcom ng they conspire to kill him(18-20). One of the
brothers seeks to thwart the nurder of his brother by persuadi ng
t hem agai nst such an evil act (v. 21). Rather, he plots to
deliver himfromhis brothers (v. 22).

23 And it came to pass, when Joseph was come unto his brethren,
that they stript Joseph out of his coat, [his] coat of [many]
colours that [was] on him; 24 And they took him, and cast him
into a pit: and the pit [was] empty, [there was] no water in it.
25 And they sat down to eat bread: and they lifted up their eyes
and looked, and, behold, a company of Ishmeelites came from
Gilead with their camels bearing spicery and balm and myrrh,
going to carry [it] down to Egypt. 26 And Judah said unto his
brethren, What profit [is it] if we slay our brother, and conceal
his blood? 27 Come, and let us sell him to the Ishmeelites, and
let not our hand be upon him; for he [is] our brother [and] our
flesh. And his brethren were content. 28 Then there passed by
Midianites merchantmen; and they drew and lifted up Joseph out of
the pit, and sold Joseph to the Ishmeelites for twenty [pieces]
of silver: and they brought Joseph into Egypt. 29 And Reuben
returned unto the pit; and, behold, Joseph [was] not in the pit;
and he rent his clothes. 30 And he returned unto his brethren,
and said, The child [is] not; and I, whither shall 1 go?

v23-30 Wen Joseph arrives they strip himof his beloved tunic
and throw himinto a pit so he cannot escape (v. 23-24). They
notice a band of Ishmaelite traders passing in the distance and
decide to sell Joseph into slavery rather than | eave himto die
(v. 25-27). But, in the nean tinme, a group of Mdianites had
passed by a found Joseph in the pit, and they pull himout sel
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himinto slavery to the Ishnaelites who ultinmately take himto
Egypt (v. 28). When Reuben sneaks to the pit to free Joseph, he
di scovers he is already gone and is terribly upset about it,
fearing the worst (v. 29). He returns to his brothers and tells
t hem Joseph is gone (v. 30).

31 And they took Joseph®s coat, and killed a kid of the goats,
and dipped the coat In the blood; 32 And they sent the coat of
[many] colours, and they brought [it] to their father; and said,
This have we found: know now whether it [be] thy son®s coat or
no. 33 And he knew i1t, and said, [It 1s] my son"s coat; an evil
beast hath devoured him; Joseph i1s without doubt rent iIn pieces.
34 And Jacob rent his clothes, and put sackcloth upon his loins,
and mourned for his son many days. 35 And all his sons and all
his daughters rose up to comfort him; but he refused to be
comforted; and he said, For I will go down into the grave unto my
son mourning. Thus his father wept for him.

v31l-36 The brothers genuinely don’t know where Joseph is
anynore, and they assume he is dead (cf. 44:20) so they follow

t hrough on their original plan and manufacture evi dence of
Joseph’s being killed by lion and showit to their father (v. 31-
32). Joseph is terribly grieved at the apparent |oss of his
favorite son and nourns him(v. 33-34). His grief is so terrible
none of the famly can console him(v. 35), and he even w shes he
was dead so he could be with Joseph (v. 36).

36 And the Midianites sold him into Egypt unto Potiphar, an
officer of Pharaoh®s, [and] captain of the guard.

v36 While the famly believes Joseph is dead, he is in fact sold
into slavery in Egypt at the house of Pharaoh’s captain of the
guar d.
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